Banking on Change: Author Jonathan Knee Dissects A Changed World of Investment Banking by UB Law Forum
UB Law Forum 
Volume 20 
Number 1 Winter 2008 Article 40 
1-1-2008 
Banking on Change: Author Jonathan Knee Dissects A Changed 
World of Investment Banking 
UB Law Forum 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.law.buffalo.edu/ub_law_forum 
Recommended Citation 
UB Law Forum (2008) "Banking on Change: Author Jonathan Knee Dissects A Changed World of 
Investment Banking," UB Law Forum: Vol. 20 : No. 1 , Article 40. 
Available at: https://digitalcommons.law.buffalo.edu/ub_law_forum/vol20/iss1/40 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Alumni Publications at Digital Commons @ University 
at Buffalo School of Law. It has been accepted for inclusion in UB Law Forum by an authorized editor of Digital 
Commons @ University at Buffalo School of Law. For more information, please contact lawscholar@buffalo.edu. 
“Writing is a much more
integral part of legal training
than business training,”said
Knee, who is senior managing
director of Evercore Partners,
a New York City investment
management and advisory
firm.“Learning how to tell a
good yarn is probably among
the most important skills that
anybody in either of those
professions can learn.”
But, he said,“the difference
between writing a thousand
words and writing 100,000
words is monumental.A hun-
dred thousand words is a big deal, and I
never thought that I had a story that was
worth that many words. But being an in-
vestment banker for over a decade, and
watching several generations of people en-
ter and leave the business, I was really
struck by just how little the people who
think they wanted to be investment
bankers knew about what investment
bankers do.
“I decided I could write a history of in-
vestment banking that used my story, of
dropping into the business accidentally
right at the beginning of the boom-and-
bust period at the two most prestigious in-
vestment banks, as a way to tell that part of
a history that would be more accessible
and meaningful to a general audience.”
Knee had worked at the old-line invest-
ment banking houses Goldman Sachs and
Morgan Stanley. He also teaches media
mergers and acquisitions and strategic
management of media at the Columbia
University Business School.
The book was published
by Oxford University Press,
an academic publisher. But a
New York Times reporter got
hold of a review copy, Knee
said, and wrote a piece for the
newspaper’s Sunday book re-
view section. The review, he
said, compared his book to
You’ll Never Eat Lunch in This
Town Again, a Hollywood ex-
pose, and The Devil Wears
Prada, which skewered the
fashion industry. For The Ac-
cidental Investment Banker,
the rest was history – it shot up to No. 34
on the Amazon best-seller list, and sold a
phenomenal 35,000 hardcover copies.
T
he story, Knee said, is of a very
conservative traditional busi-
ness undergoing rapid change.
At the old-line banking houses,
he said,“the culture of client
loyalty and integrity, you could not believe
it if you heard it today. The idea was not
just that you were joined at the hip for life,
but you had an obligation to the public.
There were whole classes of industries they
would not underwrite because they did
not think it was appropriate for the public
to own stock in those industries, such as
gambling, and advertising agencies.”
Then a series of culture changes in the
1980s and ’90s rocked the investment
banking community. The merger-and-ac-
quisition business entered into investment
banking, creating partnerships with “pre-
viously unwelcome clients.”
Then investment banking houses began
to deal in junk bonds.“Who issues junk
bonds? A lot of people you wouldn’t take
public,”Knee said.Again, the industry’s
ethic of protecting the public was eroded.
Finally, he said, the “big jump”came
when investment bankers moved from act-
ing as agents, connecting corporations
with capital, toward investing their own
money in an attempt to make exponential
returns. Today, he said, at some firms tradi-
tional investment banking represents less
than 10 percent of the business at some
firms; the rest is investing its own assets.
“During the boom,”Knee said,“com-
panies that could not have otherwise got-
ten a meeting at Goldman Sachs or Mor-
gan Stanley a few years earlier were being
sold to the public. People on the commit-
ments committee (which decides what to
invest in) stopped asking,‘Should we un-
derwrite this start-up company?’and start-
ed asking,‘Can we?’The fundamental
choice is, do I lower my standards or do I
lower my market share? Nobody failed to
lower their standards, and lower them dra-
matically.”
The same danger threatens the legal
profession, he said:“Once short-term rev-
enue maximization becomes the way you
are judged, it is very hard to maintain a cul-
ture.”
But to the students in the audience
thinking about the profession, he had these
words of encouragement:“There is no
other job like investment banking in terms
of giving you access to and the ability to in-
fluence decision makers. I would submit
that CEOs are a lot more important than
your average congressman or bureaucrat.
CEOs run villages that are called compa-
nies, some of which have hundreds of
thousands of employees and have great
impact on the world around them.”
Banking on change
Author Jonathan Knee dissects a changed world 
of investment banking
T
he Accidental Investment Banker was an accidental best seller for author
Jonathan Knee, and he regaled a Center for the Arts audience on Oct. 25 with
the story of the book, how it came to be published, and the anything-goes at-
mosphere of modern investment banking about which he wrote.
His talk, co-sponsored by UB Law School and the University’s School of
Management, was titled “Is Investment Banking a Profession?”He answered that ques-
tion early on – “The concept of a profession is still very, very meaningful to the legal
community and is still meaningful to parts of the investment banking community, al-
though I think the notion of a profession as such is not as ingrained in the investment
banking culture”– and then proceeded to tell the story of The Accidental Investment
Banker.
“During the boom,companies that could not have otherwise gotten a meeting at Goldman Sachs or 
Morgan Stanley a few years earlier were being sold to the public.” – Jonathan Knee
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Law School Report
An Israeli scholar and profes-sor at Jerusalem’s HebrewUniversity came to UB LawSchool on March 28 to ad-dress what he sees as a trou-
bling trend: the increasing privatization of
the U.S. prison system and other non-gov-
ernmental sanctions, such as shaming
penalties.
Alon Harel, currently a visiting fellow
at the Centre of Ethics at the University of
Toronto, discussed his recent paper on the
subject with faculty and others in the Law
School’s new fifth-floor meeting room.
Responding to an ever-increasing num-
ber of criminals sentenced to serve time,
the penal industry has been responding to
the argument that private enterprise can
accomplish this incarceration cheaper and
more efficiently than governments can.
One estimate says about 100,000 inmates
are currently held in privately operated
prisons, mostly in the South and the West.
A separate trend involves shaming
penalties, imposition of which has grown
substantially since the late 1980s. These
“scarlet letter”penalties address offenses 
such as drunken driving, larceny, embez-
zlement, burglary and assault. Such penal-
ties may include requiring petty thieves to 
wear T-shirts or fluorescent bracelets an-
nouncing their crimes; displaying special
license plates or bumper stickers revealing
their conviction status; and posting warn-
ing signs on their property.
Harel, whose areas of re-
search include moral and po-
litical philosophy, criminal
law, law and economics, and
human rights, argued that
both trends circumvent an
important connection: the
link between the state’s judg-
ment of the wrongfulness of
the action and the appropri-
ateness of the sanction.
Privately run prisons, he
said, are responsible for only
one piece of that formula: the
infliction of punishment.
“Privatization undermines
the very foundations of the
criminal justice system,”he said.“Criminal
sanctions should be grounded in the state’s
judgment of the wrongfulness of the act.
Privatizing the punishment severs the link
between the state and the sanctions it im-
poses.”
When courts impose shaming penal
ties, Harel said,“privately inflicted sanc-
tions are grounded in the private beliefs of
those who inflict them.”When the state
asks “A”to impose sanctions on “B”– for
example, by ostracizing him or limiting so-
cial interactions with him – it invests “A”
with a moral authority that
properly belongs to the state.
Officials of the state – such
as judges, prison guards and
executioners – do not need to
form private judgments of the
appropriate punishment for
an offender, Harel said; they
are citizens functioning as an
agent of the state’s judgment.
But shaming penalties, he said,
impose that duty on average
citizens who come into con-
tact with the offender. Except
for those acting in an official
capacity, he said,“It is im-
moral to inflict sanctions un-
less you exercise independent judgment.”
Questions from those in attendance
dealt with plea bargaining, which enters
into the vast majority of U.S. criminal cas-
es; the power of victims to influence what
sanction is imposed; and the role of non-
profit entities, such as faith-based groups,
in the criminal justice system.
Troubling trends
Ethics scholar tackles increasing 
privatization of the U.S. prison system 
“Privatization
undermines the
very foundations
of the criminal
justice system.”
— Alon Harel
